[Color Doppler-echo in rheumatoid arthritis with extra-articular location. Preliminary experience].
Chronic inflammation in rheumatoid arthritis usually involves articular synovia and extends to other joint components such as bursae, tendons and sheaths. Conventional US with high frequency transducers is an accurate tool for assessing abnormal changes in evolutive rheumatoid arthritis. We investigated the role of color and power Doppler imaging in staging extra-articular involvement, monitoring local inflammatory changes and drug treatment response. We used a color Doppler unit with a 5-10 Mhz transducer and automatic power Doppler switch to examine 23 patients with tenosynovitis of the flexor (4/23) and extensor (8/23) tendons of the hand, Achilles (6/23) and posterior tibial (3/23) tendons, and long head of biceps (2/23) in acute rheumatoid arthritis. Only minimal pressure was exerted with the probe on the patients' skin to avoid compression and collapse of blood vessels. Ten normal volunteers were also examined as a control group. In all 23 acute rheumatoid arthritis patients, conventional US showed tendon involvement with intra-articular fluid, thickened tendons with partial tear and markedly hypoechoic thickened sheaths. Color signals were shown in all patients. Mid-caliber vessels were visualized coursing straight from the sheath deep into the tendon. Intra-articular signals were seen in 10/12 patients only. Spectral analysis showed arterial flow, with RI ranging .40-.70. Power Doppler added no important information, but improved vessel depiction relative to color Doppler thanks to its higher accuracy in detecting flow signals. There were no color signals in the tendons of the 10 healthy volunteers in the control group. No color signals were seen in both joints and tendons in 12 patients submitted to medical treatment. Color and power Doppler can be a necessary and useful integration to high resolution US for flow mapping in rheumatoid arthritis patients with tendon and extra-articular involvement. These modes depict local circulation changes related to disease stage and treatment response.